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ABSTRACT: This paper reports the initial results and challenges of implementing 

education for sustainable development (ESD) in a tertiary education centre with a 

majority of students studying hospitality and tourism, amid the unexpected COVID-19 

pandemic. A youth-led sustainable development workshop was conducted by the youth 

ambassadors of the Regional Center of Expertise (RCE) in ESD, Kuching. The workshop 

participants were university students who were enrolled in the Faculty of Hospitality and 

Tourism Management. Overall, the participants of the workshop showed a clear 

understanding of the level of skills and commitment needed to be involved as youth 

leaders in sustainable education. The resultant model of RCE-university collaboration to 

affect attainment of sustainable development goals among university students could 

potentially bring positive outcomes in the hospitality and tourism industry. 

 

KEYWORDS: responsible tourism; education for sustainable development; perception; 

awareness; knowledge 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The global tourism industry has been growing over the years and has affected not only 

individual cities or countries, but also the world. The latest UNWTO World Tourism 

Barometer has also shown the tenth consecutive year of growth based on the first 

comprehensive report on global tourism numbers and trends of the new decade.1 There has 

been a growing number of international tourist arrivals as stated by UNWTO (2020), with a 

6% increase in 2018 which was recorded as 1.4 billion tourist arrivals. In the following year, 

the upsurge continued with 1.5 billion international tourist arrivals being recorded in 2019, 

globally. In fact, all global regions showed a rise in international arrivals in 2019. 

 

The Asia and the Pacific Region also showed above-average growth with the increase of 5% 

international tourist arrivals. In Malaysia, there was an increase of 1% of tourist arrivals in 

https://jrtm.org/
https://doi.org/10.47263/JRTM.01-01-02
mailto:swyeong@ucsiuniversity.edu.my


 

Yeong et al. Journal of Responsible Tourism Management, 1(1), 18-27 

 

Published by Sarawak Research Society and 19 

Faculty of Hospitality and Tourism Management, UCSI University 

Supported by Ministry of Tourism, Creative Industry and Performing Arts Sarawak 

2019 with 26.1 million tourist arrivals recorded (Tourism Malaysia, 2019), bringing the 

tourist total expenditure of RM103.2 billion in 2019 compared with RM92.6 billion 

expenditure in 2018.2 Before the COVID-19 pandemic had hit the world, UNWTO had 

forecasted a global increase of 4% of international tourist arrivals for 2020 confirming that 

tourism was expected to continue being a leading and resilient economic sector. 

 

Responsible tourism is mainly defined by the orientation of preserving the natural 

environment and minimizing the negative impacts of tourist activities on the environment, 

along with education, knowledge, information, promotion of local cultures, and ethical 

behaviour (State & Bulin, 2016). Many countries have started initiatives of responsible 

tourism in its tourism operations. Arabian Travel Market (ATM) has adopted responsible 

tourism including current sustainable travel trends that aim to unite travel companies, 

organizations and key players from the hospitality and tourism industry in spreading 

sustainable practices and ethical methods within the travel industry (Hotelier 

MiddleEasr.com., 2018). Hoteliers and other stakeholders have embraced the various 

programmes and projects that have been disseminating knowledge and education regarding 

responsible practices (Farmaki, Constanti, Yiasemi, & Karis, 2014). 

 

Responsible tourism plays a vital role in the hospitality and tourism industry (Hanafiah, 

Azman, Jamaluddin, & Aminuddin, 2016). In view of the industry’s vulnerability to risks 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic, it is important for industry players to acknowledge 

responsible tourism as a sustainable development tool in the industry (Musavengane, 2019; 

Pulido-Fernández & López-Sánchez, 2016). According to a Sustainable Travel Report 

released by Booking.com, over 87 percent of travelers preferred to travel sustainably and 68% 

intended to stay in an eco-accommodation (Newsdesk, 2018). In addition, 78% of the survey 

respondents considered themselves to be more ethically conscious travelers than they were 

before (CREST, 2017). 

 

It is the intention of this paper to explore the awareness and knowledge of youth in a tertiary 

academic environment on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). As hospitality and 

tourism students interact with the community through the service industry, their confidence in 

handling an SDG-related community project is investigated. 

 

 

Theoretical Background 

 

Education for Sustainable Development Goals 

 

In view of the growing concerns over responsible tourism, numerous hospitality and tourism 

education institutions have started to incorporate SDGs in the curriculum (Lund-Durlacher, 

2015). Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is an important part of quality 

education, empowering learners to take informed actions for the sustainability of our 

environments for present and future generations (UNESCO, 2017). Sustainable issues such as 

climate change and biodiversity are incorporated into teaching and learning through a 

transformative educational process which is not just about instilling knowledge but rather 

inspiring actions through mindset shifts in whole communities. ESD should be seen as a 

framework or enabler of the UN’s SDGs, in particular for the advancement of SDG 4 – 

Education 2030 and Target 4.7, which aims that by 2030, “… all learners acquire the 

knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including, among others, 
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through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, 

gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and 

appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development.” 

(United Nations, 2020) 

 

ESD pays particular attention to an individual’s transformative learning process, 

encompassing the acquisition of knowledge, becoming aware of certain realities through 

experiential exposure, and finally connecting empathically to these realities which are 

relevant to one’s life (UNESCO, 2018). ESD should not be conducted through formal 

education only, but also by incorporating non-formal and informal educational processes. 

 

Universities play an important role in mainstreaming ESD and are moving gradually beyond 

the traditional functions of content delivery and research to achieve impact on societies (El-

Jardali, Ataya, & Fadlallah, 2018). One such endeavor of a collaborative governance model is 

the setup of Regional Centres of Expertise (RCEs) on ESD by the United Nations University 

Institute for the Advanced Study for Sustainability, UNU-IAS.  UNU-IAS launched the ESD 

Projects in 2003 to contribute to the UN DESD (Decade of Education for Sustainable 

Development spanning from 2005 – 2014).  Following the completion of the DESD, the 

Global Action Programme or GAP spanning from 2015-2019 has given way to the new ESD 

for 2030, and the projects under UNU-IAS continue to disseminate ESD principles through 

the promotion of RCEs (Sleurs, 2008). 

 

Although ESD is a transformative learning process that enhances the cognitive, social, 

emotional & behavioral learning aspects, a study conducted by UNESCO recently has found 

that ESD, in most cases, is associated with the teaching of scientific knowledge only, with a 

lack of emphasis on the other learning aspects (UNESCO, 2019). Various challenges are 

faced by educators in ESD, including the extent to which SDG should be integrated into 

university courses.  It is a continuous academic development to incorporate SDGs into the 

planning, implementation and assessment processes of the formal courses. 

 

Given the holistic approach which ESD requires, the COVID-19 pandemic may also cause 

setbacks in the achievement of the social, emotional and behavioral aspects of learning since 

physical contact has been severely restricted.  Although the common trend has been to shift to 

digital platforms and other innovative methods, there is the challenge of maintaining 

coordinated communication with the local authorities whose focus has gone into containing 

the social and economic effects of the pandemic as a result of the closures of borders all over 

the world.  Another major gap is the lack of digital infrastructure in rural areas and remote 

settings, regressing the progress we may have made in ESD. 

 

ESD for 2030 sets out to detail priority action areas which are key to mainstreaming ESD in 

UNESCO’s member states; and these priority action areas are indeed a way for universities to 

formulate robust strategies involving two equally important processes (UNESCO, 2020). A 

top-down process from the top management and a bottom-up process from all educators, 

students and the entire community (Holmberg & Samuelsson, 2005). Commitment from the 

whole institution is important to contribute to a sustainable future.  This ‘whole institution 

approach’ ensures that all levels of the institution are ‘living what they learn’(UNESCO, 

2020). Indeed, student organizations can be strong advocates and voices to promote education 

for sustainable development (Holmberg & Samuelsson, 2005). As set out in ESD for 2030 
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priority action area 1, unless ESD is integrated in global, regional and local policies, not much 

progress can be made and there will always only be piecemeal approaches to ESD. 

 

Formal educational institutions such as universities and schools should prioritize building the 

capacities of its educators with the right knowledge, skills, values and attitudes needed to 

successfully re-orient whole curriculum to include sustainability.  These institutions are also 

well placed to work with key actors, such as youth, in addressing sustainability challenges 

(UNESCO, 2020). Student organizations are strong advocates and voices to promote ESD 

(Holmberg & Samuelsson, 2005). It is also important to recognize that students’ involvement 

in community-based actions will bring about deeper learning of the issues and challenges 

faced by communities. Through these instances of communicative learning, students 

participate in discussions, formulate their own arguments, and consider others’ perspectives 

too. This pluralistic approach to learning implies that sustainable development is always at 

the forefront of all matters discussed rather than only a topic on its own. 

 

Making digital and remote ESD programmes more engaging and action-oriented is important 

for ESD during the pandemic. Education needs to be transformed urgently to empower 

students to take responsibility of their present and future generations by actively contributing 

to transformation in whole communities.  It is time to seriously employ interactive, project-

based and learner-centred pedagogy in all kinds of learning and integrate sustainability issues 

particularly those brought to attention in the SDGs (UNESCO, 2020). 

 

RCE Kuching 

 

RCEs work to connect a network of individuals, organisations, and experts committed to 

developing innovative approaches for action and education, serving as drivers to translate 

global objectives such as the UN’s SDGs and UNESCO’s ESD for 2030 (El-Jardali et al., 

2018). There are 175 RCEs listed in the world which are spread across Africa & the Middle 

East, Asia-Pacific, Europe, and the Americas. 

 

RCE Kuching, the first in East Malaysia, Borneo, under the Asia-Pacific RCE Community, 

has been set-up by UCSI University Sarawak Campus to engage with all sectors in society, 

especially the youth, in sustainability education. The scope of RCE Kuching constitutes the 

urban community as well as the rural communities spread around the Sarawak River, which is 

the main source of water to Kuching city and its suburbs. RCE Kuching has employed a two-

pronged approach to raise the sustainability literacy of the rural communities along with the 

urban communities of Kuching, Sarawak. 

 

RCE Kuching is uniquely placed at UCSI University Sarawak Campus allowing it access to 

hospitality and tourism students, the main student population of the campus.  Students of the 

Faculty of Hospitality and Tourism Management have the added enhanced learning 

environment of training at the UCSI Hotel in which the campus operates. Through the 

university-hotel integration framework, students are offered opportunities to enhance their 

skills by working and training in real-life settings at the hotel, guided by the faculty and hotel 

managers. The perception of the hospitality and tourism students about SDGs gives a forward 

view of future leaders in the industry. 
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Methods 

 

Various reports and studies have indicated that youth leadership leads to positive change 

within organizations and communities (Eva & Sendjaya, 2013; Krauss et al., 2020; Redmond 

& Dolan, 2016). Knowing the importance of youth involvement in issues pertaining to the 

environment, RCE Kuching initiated the Youth Ambassador Programme among the students 

at a branch campus of UCSI University. An inaugural SDG workshop for youth was 

organized in conjunction with the Youth Ambassador Programme. Forums and talks by 

experts in SDGs were included in the workshop programme. 

 

A preliminary questionnaire was conducted to gauge the impact of a youth workshop 

programme in SDGs in terms of the awareness and knowledge of participants on SDGs and 

their commitment in contributing towards SDGs at the local communities. Pre and post 

workshop surveys in the form of self-administered questionnaires were used. Participants 

completed the pre-workshop questionnaire before the workshop and post-workshop 

questionnaire at the end of the workshop. 

 

The data was coded and analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

software version 20. Descriptive data was expressed as frequency and percentage. The 

Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used to compare variables between pre-post data in the survey. 

A p-value of less than .05 was set as the significant level in the data analysis. 

 

 

Results 

 

Table 1 summarizes the demographics of the workshop participants and the academic 

programmes in which they are enrolled. Participants had a mean age of 22.3 and 2.15 years 

old, with most of them being enrolled in hospitality related programmes. 

 
Table 1: Demographics of workshop participants 

Demographics (n = 15) 

1. Age (years-old), mean (SD) 22.3 (2.15) 

2. Gender  

      Male, n (%) 7 (46.7) 

      Female, n (%) 8 (53.3) 

3. Programme of studies, n (%) 

      BA (Hons) Event and Tourism Management 4 (26.7) 

      BA (Hons) Hospitality Management 8 (53.3) 

      BA (Hons) Commerce  2 (13.3) 

      Diploma in Leisure Management 1 (0.07) 

 

Table 2 annotates the knowledge level of the workshop participants on the SDGs and their 

confidence level in handling SDG-related community programmes before and after the youth 

workshop. A five-point Likert scale was used in the questionnaires, where 1 indicates the 

lowest level and 5 the highest level of the parameters asked. Participants were more 

knowledgeable about the SDGs after the workshop (z = -2.889, p < .05). Participants reported 
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high levels of confidence in conducting SDG-related community programmes both before, 

and after the workshop (z = -1.811, p > .05). 

 

In addition to the two Likert-scale questions, participants stated that skills in communication, 

leadership, teamwork, problem solving and critical thinking, along with commitment and 

passion towards solving issues related to the environment were needed to handle community 

projects for the SDGs. 

 
Table 2: Knowledge and confidence before and after the SDG youth workshop 

 Pre-

workshop 

 Post-

workshop 

 Wilcoxon-

signed tank 

 

 n (%) median n (%) median z p 

Question: Please rate your knowledge on sustainable development goals 

Likert-scale 1 (least) 0 (0) 3.00 0 (0) 4.00 -2.889 .004* 

Likert-scale 2 2 (13.3) 0 (0) 

Likert-scale 3 8 (53.4) 1 

Likert-scale 4 5 (33.3) 11 

Likert-scale 5 (most) 0 (0) 3 

Question: How confident are you in dealing with the community as the SDG youth ambassador? 

Likert-scale 1 (least) 0 (0) 4.00 0 (0) 4.00 -1.811 .070 

Likert-scale 2 0 (0) 0 (0) 

Likert-scale 3 6 (40.0) 1 (6.7) 

Likert-scale 4 7 (46.7) 10 (66.6) 

Likert-scale 5 (most) 2 (13.3) 4 (26.7) 

* p < 0.05 

 

 

Discussions 

 

Our preliminary results show that the model of SDG collaboration between the university and 

RCE Kuching reported positive influence on the hospitality and tourism students. The results 

indicated that the students in the workshop have clear ideas and passion towards issues 

pertaining to the environment. The workshop was successful in increasing the knowledge of 

the youth in issues related to the environment. Although the number of participants in the 

workshop was limited and may only reflect youth who were ready to get involved, it does 

indicate that the youth were aware of the environmental issues and passionate to lead efforts 

at the community level. 

 

RCE Kuching understands and endorses youth-led initiatives pertaining to the environment in 

local communities. This understanding arises from a strong national belief in youth in the 

country of Malaysia. In fact, the Malaysian youth policy encompasses a shared belief to 

empower youth, inclusive of organizations and youth associations (Krauss et al., 2020). 

Exemplifying the triple-helix and the quadruple-helix model of university-industry-

government-civil society present a strong partnership offering benefits to community projects 

while ensuring personal growth to youth with the advantages of building social capacity and 

garnering support of adults and other peers in the process (Nordberg, Mariussen, & Virkkala, 

2020; Yoda & Kuwashima, 2020). The incorporation of community of experts within a 

university, such as RCE Kuching, facilitates the platform for education in SDG. It is 

suggested that future research investigates other efficient models of incorporating education 

on sustainability into the training of hospitality and tourism students. 
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Since the early months of 2020, the unanticipated COVID-19 pandemic has affected the 

education industry in countries across the globe. School closures in over 180 countries 

resulted in inequalities in education, deficiencies in remote learning, the cost of the digital 

applications, as well as the realization of the important role schools play in student health and 

wellbeing (UNESCO International Institute for Educational Planning, 2020). While the 

pandemic could prove to be overwhelming, efforts to uphold SDGs with the communities are 

encouraged to be continued. Locally, through the experience of the pandemic we have come 

to understand that a collaboration model of community engagement between the university, 

RCE Kuching and the youth on campus is crucial to sustain SDG education among the 

hospitality and tourism students. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Tertiary education in hospitality and tourism should incorporate elements of education for 

sustainable development in the curriculum to educate the next generation of leaders in the 

industry. A model of RCE-university collaboration to affect education on sustainable 

development goals among university students could benefit the hospitality and tourism 

industry. One lesson from the COVID-19 pandemic is that such initiatives and collaborations 

need to remain adaptive and innovative. 
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